INVESTIGATION
E xtra! Extra! Read all about it! 'Sugar is as dangerous as tobacco'; 'Sugar is the new tobacco' .
These recent headlines are old news as far as dental professionals are concerned. Unfortunately, as we so often see, people take more notice when the message concerns how long they might live.
Like smoking, sugar certainly does have an instant effect on teeth. Research is also showing us that excessive sugar consumption is having a major impact on obesity levels which lead to heart problems and premature death. But how accurate is the claim that sugar is the new tobacco? And what can be learnt from the anti-smoking lobby to help us to change the public's perception of sugar?
We don't need tobacco; do we need sugar? Sugar was once a luxury reserved for the rich. Our consumption of sugar may have increased by 31% in the last few decades but we don't actually need it. Scientists agree that it is an entirely unnecessary food.
Is sugar addictive like nicotine? Though there is no current evidence to indicate that this is the case, Chief Medical Officer, Dame Sally Davies, said recently that she thinks that researchers will find that it is. Studies have shown that foods high in fat and sugar can boost dopamine levels to trigger our reward systems just as addictive drugs do. However, officially there is no current conclusive evidence that sugar is addictive.
One of the key differences between sugar and tobacco is that sugar does not have a passive effect as smoking does. However, on the whole we dictate what our children eat so in that sense sugar is generally imposed on children. If sugar is proven to be addictive then a laissez faire attitude towards sugar from adults could be condemning children to a lifetime of dental caries, health problems due to obesity and even premature death.
Many factors contributed to the public change in attitude towards smoking and it is clear that it takes time not only to change the public perception but also government 
1300s
More general use of sugar in Britain but still considered a luxury and only enjoyed by richer families.
1500s
Sugar plantations in the 'New World' supply sugar to Europe.
1600s
As fermentable carbohydrates become more constituent in Western diets people begin to develop caries more widely.
1700s
Price of refined sugar drops as English, Dutch and French colonies are established in the Caribbean.
1890s
Miller proposes chemoparasitic caries theory linking dental caries to fermentable carbs.
1914-18 UK turns to sugar beet grown at home as overseas sugar cane supply is reduced in WWI. This continues to be the predominant source of sugar in the UK.
1920s
Coca-Cola first appears in Selfridges, London.
1940s
Professor James Shaw of Harvard University conducts first investigations into animals, sugar and teeth.
